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De Pere hotel offered elegance on the frontier 


By 1848, when Wisconsin was apply¬ 
ing for statehood, De Pere was already 
a bustling community of several hun¬ 
dred people. Twelve years earlier, it had 
been named the county seat, and a 
courthouse was built on the northwest 
comer of George and Wisconsin streets. 

It was here in 1847 that Dr. Abiather 
Buck Williams arrived from Belvidere, 
Ill. Traveling with his family to set up a 
practice in Green Bay, he decided 
instead to stay in De Pere. He opened 
an office using “the microscopic eye 
and the stethoscopic ear" as his slogan. 

In 1850, the adventurous Dr. Williams 
was smitten with gold fever. He packed 
up and set out for California. He made 
two more trips — one in 1853 and again 
in 1855, amassing considerable wealth 
not only in the gold fields, but by rais¬ 
ing and selling potatoes to the miners 
and markets in San Francisco. 

When he returned to De Pere in 1857, 
he invested his money in building the 
finest hotel around. While there already 
were several small hotels in De Pere 
(the former Commercial House still 
stands at George and Front streets), 
this hotel was to be special. 

The impressive four-story building on 
the east side of Broadway near James 
Street dwarfed the smaller wooden 
structures adjacent to it. It was the 
tallest building in Brown County and 
the largest business building in the 
state. 

The architect was James Millar of 
Glasgow, Scotland. He also built the 
first stone schoolhouse in De Pere. 

The hotel's style as well as the name, 
“The California House,’’ reflected Dr, 
Williams' recent California experiences. 

Four dormers on each side jutted out 
from the steeply pitched roof. A balcony 
across the second floor afforded scenic 
views of the Fox River, even though the 
street below was often muddy or dusty. 
The balcony also served as a “porte 
cochere” over the front entrance. 

The interior was said to be lavishly 
decorated with oak staircases, plush 
upholstered furniture and brass fix¬ 
tures. Its 54 rooms, which rented for $2 
per day, boasted amenities not usually 
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found at the time. On the top floor was 
a ballroom and community center. 

The California House was truly 
impressive when it opened its doors to 
guests in 1858. A part of the hotel regis¬ 
ter, which can be seen at White Pillars, 
shows a number of dignitaries of the 
time were among the visitors. The 
Grand Duke Alexis of St Petersburg. 
Russia, along with President Ulysses S. 
Grant, stayed there on July 30,1872. 
The names of Jefferson Davis, Horace 
Greeley and Brigham Young also 
appear on the register. 

Dr. Williams himself managed the 
hotel until his death in 1875. It was 
then purchased by Mr. J.W. Childs. 

For 30 years, the hotel flourished. 
But in 1888, tragedy struck when the 
entire block of wooden buildings went 
up in flames. Only the lower walls of 
the magnificent California House were 
left standing. 

For the owners of the other build- 
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Nice rooms for 2 bucks : The California House, built in the late 1850s by 
Dr. Abiather Buck Williams, had 54 rooms which rented for $2 a day. The 
top floor held a ballroom and community center. Located on Broadway in 
De Pere, the building later housed The Lee Store. Today the renovated 
building houses offices, upscale shops, a bread company and a bagel 
shop. 

ings, the fire proved a blessing, because opened in the New California 
they soon rebuilt sturdy brick struc- House/Broadway Hotel. When the Lees 

tures still standing today. The ruins of retired, the name was changed to The 

the California House stood for 11 years Lee Store. 

before A.G. Knoeller purchased the During renovation, the upper facade 

property and rebuilt the hotel he named of the building was swathed in garish 
“The New California House." green corrugated tin. So it remained 

During the next four decades, several until the store closed for good, and 
changes took place. The lower floor was until the De Pere Main Street program 
occupied by stores and a restaurant helped restore the building to its former 
that served a “Blue Plate Lunch’’ for 25 grandeur. 

cents. As late as 1941, the hotel adver- During the restoration, interesting 
ti6ed as “De Peres Finest Hotel,” with traces of the hotel were found. Lines on 

room rates starting at $1, but by 1943 the floor showed room divisions, and a 

the building was nearly vacant. box of keys (presumably room keys) 

In January 1945, fire completely turned up as well as old paper money 

destroyed the Lee Brothers Department tucked into the walls. 

Store across the street (next-door to the Today, the Lee Building is home to 
State Bank Building, which is now offices and upscale shops that reflect 
Ivan’s). the same dream of elegance Dr. 

While the store’s current inventory Williams had 140 years ago. 
was gone, new stock was arriving. Just (Submitted by Donna Osen, De Pere 

three weeks after the fire, Lee Brothers Historical Society) 







